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Abstract 
As academic work practices become increasingly focussed on measurable outcomes, the ‘home’ academic work unit, where 
performance is managed, can represent tightly constructed work environments. These influences have the effect of aligning 
academic loyalties with micro work units rather than institutional aims and objectives. The emergent popularity of communities 
of practice (COP) in Australian higher education can be construed as a response to this phenomenon by enabling collegiate 
interactions that are decoupled and liberating from the pressures of accountability in work units. As voluntary non-hierarchical 
structures, COPs can reach across discipline silos and boundaries and encourage collaborations to share practice and build new 
knowledge in ways traditionally associated with collegiality. This paper will consider how academic workloads in Australia have 
increased in response to global factors and suggest how collegiality fostered through COPs, have the capacity to inspire personal 
academic motivation and provide a context for achieving broader institutional imperatives.  
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1. Introduction 
The role of universities in society has changed with consequent impacts on the work practices of academics. 
There has been much literature over time devoted to the role/place of universities within society (most notably 
Ashby, 1944 and Aristotle, 1950) and conceptions have only become more complex. Ashby noted that “being 
concerned with an earthly, not heavenly kingdom, the universities have had to shape themselves to a changing 
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society” (Ashby 1944, p.7). The challenges faced by academics globally in the evolving higher education sector are 
well documented in Tertiary Education for the Knowledge Society (OECD, 2008). The challenges are broadly 
identified as  
• Expansion of tertiary education incorporating numbers of students, greater diversity of students taking part 
in higher education, and learning choices available to students 
• Reduced public funding for higher education promoting a greater focus on performance and accountability 
and creating a need for industry collaborations to secure alternative revenue streams and to ensure that 
graduates secure employment.    
The impact of external forces on universities has led to universities playing the role of brokers in distributed 
knowledge systems. Universities have tended to concentrate attention (through funding, industry and professional 
alignment and the need to be profitable) on disciplines that foster links with employability rather than knowledge for 
the sake of learning. There has been a shift away from the divided viewpoint expressed by Aristotle. 
At present opinion is divided about the proper tasks to be set; for all peoples do not agree as to the things 
that the young ought learn, either with a view to virtue or with a view to the best life … and it is not clear 
whether pupils should practice pursuits that are practically useful, or morally edifying or higher 
accomplishments (Aristotle 1950, Book VIII, Part 2: 637). 
Coaldrake and Stedman (1999) also point to a juxtaposition of new student expectations for professional training 
and transportable career credentials with traditional academic values of critical thinking and disciplinary study. 
Nonetheless, universities operate on business-like principles and where class sizes are uneconomic due to low 
demand, they are removed from offerings. 
 
Within this context Australian universities have effectively ‘done more with less’ signifying productivity 
enhancements. There is little evidence, for example, of any decline in the quality of teaching and learning despite 
the rise in the student-staff ratio. Equally, on the research front, Australian universities seem to have maintained 
high quality output. For example, they appear to have held their own overall, if not advanced, in some of the 
international research ranking schema, putting aside the imperfections of the metrics used. Australian universities 
have been steadily moving up. For example, the Shanghai Jaio Tong University’s Academic Ranking of World 
Universities (ARWU) shows that 19 Australian universities were in the top 500 universities in 2013. However, these 
achievements have been on the back of changes in academic work practices with the capacity for long-term 
contributions to teaching and research requiring closer examination; particularly in the context of an aging 
workforce. 
 
While these forces have had both enabling and challenging aspects for academics, this paper focusses on how the 
macro forces of the ‘business of education’ impact academic collegiality and workloads.  
2. Academic workloads and collegiality 
There is evidence that many academics in mainstream teaching and research positions are overwhelmed by their 
workloads and the range of their responsibilities. Coates and Goedegebuure (2010) confirm that in Australia 
government funding per student has declined radically over the past twenty years, and that a sharp increase in the 
number of students has occurred without a matching increase in teaching staff (p. 384). Although there has been a 
doubling of student numbers, teaching staff numbers have only increased by about one-third overall. In addition to 
rising staff to student ratios, the following have also added pressures to academic workloads:  
• increasing student diversity resulting from equity and diversity policies;  
• the special needs of growing cohorts of international students;  
• the need to inculcate graduate attributes in courses and units of study;  
• increasing flexibility for both learners and learning through enabling technologies;  
• increasing administrative and management responsibilities managing casual teaching staff; and 
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• management styles moving from collegial to corporate models.  
There is also a perception of diminished trust as standardised processes, procedures, and frameworks provide little 
room for flexibility or timely decision making without going through ‘hoops and red tape’ to achieve objectives. As 
part of this expanding range of obligations the need to be accountable for activities has introduced key performance 
indicators (KPI’s) into the academy as a means of determining work role effectiveness. For knowledge workers such 
constructs are poor proxies for assessing performance as the measures are not scientifically persuasive or reliable. 
  
The current reliance on the goodwill of academics (often to the detriment of careers) to perform roles that have 
been conceptualized within an ‘old world view’ of faculty life are unsuited to the current hybrid, open and 
distributed forms of learning. The increasing casualization of the academy also means that there are fewer full-time 
academic colleagues to share administrative and other broader promotional and marketing activities with. Coates 
and Goedegebuure (2010) observed that there was a remarkable stretch-ability of academic work (p. 9) that is 
unsustainable. Interestingly, a similar observation was made almost a decade earlier based on a survey of 2,075 
academics. Anderson, Johnson, and Saha (2002) noted that ‘new tasks, new technologies, and new accountability 
and bureaucratic procedures have added to the traditional academic responsibilities and yet nothing has been taken 
away’ (p. 8). Increasing accountability and standardization through stakeholder influences (particularly through 
professional accreditation) has removed much academic freedom and discretion about what students are taught.  
 
The collegiate dimension to academic life appears to have been diminished by seeking the measurable, over the 
unquantifiable outcomes of collegiate relations. Anderson et al. (2002 p. 47) suggests that ‘collegiality’ refers to the 
participation of academics in the decision-making processes of the university. More generally it also refers to the 
type of interaction which prevails between academics themselves that includes professional sharing of ideas and 
advice, as well as social support and sociability. The latter more general interpretation of collegiality, concerned 
with academics sharing knowledge to build capacities in a ‘collegiate’ manner is referred to by Tapper and 
Palfreyman (2000, p. 197) as intellectual collegiality and is the focus of this paper.  
 
Academics are knowledge workers and have certain discretion about the depth of engagement they may choose 
for their activities. Kelloway and Barling (2000) define knowledge work as a discretionary behaviour focussed on 
the use of knowledge where the work is comprised of four parts including acquisition, application, creation and 
transmission of knowledge (p. 292). While this well captures the essence of academic knowledge work, work 
practices have changed over time to include new practices as well as redefinition of some more traditional practices. 
Academic autonomy with respect to teaching has less clear in relation to use of technologies to lever accessibility. 
“Academics, as subject-matter experts, are expected to work closely with a team of teaching and learning experts, 
system developers, and course builders in the process of developing the learning resources to capture, label, store, 
retrieve, format, build and present the resources into ’finished’ lessons (Poon, 2006, p.97, referring to earlier work 
by McKey, 2000). Traditional notions of universities as a community of scholars have also changed as research 
becomes more strategic and focussed. The community itself is becoming increasingly standardized as academics 
need to fit into research groupings and research priority areas (often based on government political agendas) to gain 
access to funding opportunities. Priorities also extend to expertise that is valuable to the business community so that 
revenue rewards will flow back to the university through consultancies and commercial exploitation. While these 
functions represent the mainstay of academic roles, the calls upon academic time for the following types of activities 
is also increasing; engagement in marketing activities, public relations events, development of new programs, 
collaborations with industry, attendance at student events, giving of and attending public lectures, attending 
professional development training and participation/attendance in a myriad of committees and meetings. Many of 
these newer obligations stem from the competitive nature of contemporary academe and reflect the university’s 
missions and objectives rather than the work unit to which an academic may be aligned. In addition to these 
functions are the activities that are associated with intellectual collegiality between staff. To discuss research ideas, 
to read drafts of papers and grant application, to review conference papers, to share teaching innovation and practice 
initiatives, to assist with forming networks through the provision of contacts and to contribute to capacity building 
activities. 
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The decoupling of institutional structures from practice is evident in the misalignment of the organisational goals 
and objectives of universities with the mechanisms by which individual academic effort is rewarded. The kudos 
garnered by individual academic achievement through publication may have little direct link to a university’s 
institutional mission and objectives. Similarly, improvements in university rankings, student enrolments and 
university financial outcomes have little impact on individual staff. Those at lower level of the academic hierarchy 
are generally motivated by issues more closely aligned with their immediate work environment. The existence of 
conflicting roles, mismatched recognition criteria, varying reward structures and alignment with KPI’s suggest that 
academics need to make strategic choices about what may be considered discretionary verses necessary in relation to 
time management. 
  
At an individual level, priority is likely to be given to measurable factors. Costs, benefits and consequences can 
be divided into the defined and known and the imprecise and intangible. Emphasis can then be given to the known 
with a suitable chain of visibility to justify, or give support to, particular actions taken. The decoupling of 
organisational objectives from practice is further perpetuated by increasingly homogenised institutional control 
procedures perpetuated through government audit process controls through the Tertiary Education Quality Standards 
Association. As education becomes increasingly commodified and portable, the role of academics as process worker 
is not unimaginable. Yet, evidence suggests that the need to engage in collegiate activities provides a sense of 
academic well-being. Churchman suggests that collegiality 
enables academics experiencing the corporatisation of their profession and institutions to assign meanings 
to their altered environment that are compatible with their understandings of the academic role. Through 
these meanings, they construct their academic identity, which is not necessarily forged in the same terms or 
with the same definitions as those of the corporate environment (Churchman, 2006, p. 13). 
Winter (2009) also suggests that: 
Because institutions attempt to sustain traditional academic cultures while simultaneously promoting and 
developing corporate ideologies and structures, they are characterised by multiple or hybrid identity . . . 
Indeed lecturers may express values incongruence and feelings of disengagement when they see a 
managerial identity compromising a professional identity of teaching, learning and scholarship (p. 124). 
Numerous other authors also confirm that academic identities are dislocated, need to be reconstructed or composed 
of multiple identities that are reshaped as institutional cultures adapt to emerging pressures (Clegg  2008; Harris  
2005; Henkel 2000 and 2005). 
   
Archer (2003) suggests that a consequence of disparities in academic identities can mean that an academic through 
deliberate action or inaction, engage in three different fundamental stances towards constraints and enablers within 
the emerging performative academic culture. He suggests the reactions can be evasive, subversive and strategic with 
each having consequences at both the micro level of the individual and the macro level of institutions, systems and 
societies. Discontent as the variety and hurdle requirements of KPI’s rise can also enable parochial tendencies and 
skew performance towards more valued activities, namely research. Isolation within the silos of faculties, schools 
and departments means that academic skills development to enrich flexible delivery mandates are fragmented with 
academics unwilling to reach beyond traditional boundaries (Churchman, 2001). 
 
How the rising responsibilities and accountabilities impacts collegiality is based upon a perception that 
collegiality is invisible, not measurable and thus becomes a lower order priority that receives little time. Bexley et al 
(2011) report on a survey of 5,525 casual and fulltime academics, noting that as a key finding the following 
A deep commitment to scholarship draws people to academic work and lies at the core of their professional 
values. The opportunity for intellectually stimulating work, a genuine passion for a field of study and the 
opportunity to contribute to new knowledge are the aspects of academic work most prized (p. xi).    
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Anderson et al. (2002, p. 47) also reported that 78% of Australian academics regard collegiality as ‘very important’ 
to their roles and yet the time available to be collegial was diminishing.  
3. Communities of Practice  
Communities of practice (COPs) represent another management tool transferred from the corporate environment 
to the academy. While all the trappings of managerialism have not been enthusiastically embraced by the academy 
(though now a fact of most university operations), COPs show potential where the time has been taken to understand 
how the intangible benefits of COPs can be levered to build tangible academic outcomes. COPs as espoused by 
Wenger (1998) and Wenger et al (2002) are essentially collegial, non-hierarchical groups where members gravitate 
towards each other because of a shared interest in some aspect of their roles. Wenger et al. (2002) describe 
communities of practice as:  
Groups of people who share a concern... and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by 
interacting on an on-going basis... (As they) accumulate knowledge, they become informally bound by the 
value that they find in learning together. Over time... [t]hey become a community of practice (4-5). 
Increasingly, as on-line learning environments encompass a team of professional and academic staff, COP 
memberships are not limited to a particular organisational work group or classification of staff. The absence of any 
formal or informal lines of responsibility or authority to disciplinary ‘homes’ allows for a different sense of 
academic/staff identity. By providing a supportive culture (rather than a culture laden with implied consequences for 
poor performance), members are more free to engage. COP literature also emphasises a role for passive observers, 
known as ‘legitimate peripheral participants’ (Lave and Wenger 1991) who are not active, and though choosing to 
remain on the periphery, secure some form of personal sense of value or benefit. While COP members may desire 
some form of outcomes form meetings, the agenda and outcomes are self-determined by the group in accordance 
with the practice they are sharing. The promise that COP’s offer for reinvigorating intellectual collegiality stems 
from the ability to choose to work with like-minded colleagues outside of traditional work groups where the 
pressures of KPI’s are not driving the agenda. Individuals interact because they wish to and not because they are 
compelled to. Collegiate interactions can thus provide an identity and a sense of self that is different from their 
appointed roles. 
 
COPs operate within a domain, involve the sharing of practice and a sense of community evolves as trust and 
relationships are built by members. Teaching and the support of teaching are responsibilities that the vast majority of 
staff in universities has as part of their normal roles. While research tends to be more specialised with only a few 
staff likely to have an in depth interest in the same research topic, teaching has properties that are more generic with 
relevance across schools /departments, disciplines and disciplines cultures. Context customisation will be important, 
and yet many aspects of teaching are transferable and common enough for practice and innovation to be shared. 
 
In Australia, the visibility given to the core functions of teaching and learning was given a boost through the 
creation of the Australian Learning and Teaching Council in 2004 (now the Office of Learning and Teaching OLT 
from 2011) (an agency with similarities to the UK Higher Education Academy). The OLT provides funding for 
teaching and learning projects with a strong focus on collegiate collaboration, through across institutional 
partnerships and the sharing of good practice. With many collaborations and networks established since 2004, the 
context is fertile for the take up of concepts like academic ‘communities of practice’. COPs are gaining popularity 
within the Australian higher education domain with many OLT grants nominating the establishment of a COP as a 
project outcome so that collegiate relations can continue past the life of the project. However, there are also likely to 
be benefits associated with the strengthening of academic identities and perception of being valued and adding value 
to project teams that motivate recurring involvement in such collaborative projects.    
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4. Communities of practice - institutional benefits  
Teaching and learning projects funded through OLT projects and within universities have involved collaborations 
between the same disciplines at different institutions, between disparate disciplines, between universities and 
collaborations with other education agencies and professional bodies. In addition to individual benefits that may 
accrue from COP memberships, the value to an institution of COPs may arise from shared practice that results in not 
reinventing solutions to various issues. For example assessing and supervision of students on placement activities in 
Social Work has correlations with student placements in Nursing, Education and other disciplines. The sharing of 
good practice and a collective approach to development activities provides a richer context for appreciating the 
nuances that certain issues may have. The potential for generating resource efficiencies through interdisciplinary 
collaboration is a significant benefit that COP interactions can achieve. 
    
While country and cultures have various emphases for the role of higher education in society, such as notions of 
nation building, promoting economic development, acting as conscience and critic of society, income earning 
through commercialisation of research and attracting international learners, are often part of conceptions. In reality 
the distinctions between the roles is opaque with most western style universities occupying a space that represents a 
variable blend of all such traits. Although all nation face their own pressures for change, the shared problems of 
sustainability, climate change, terrorism, aging populations and national debt with associated ripples across the 
global finance sector, may require solutions with a speed that years of discipline inculturation cannot match. 
Interdisciplinary responses seem to offer some potential to address these and other issues through shared approaches 
with multiple lenses of inquiry. 
  
Gasper (2010, p.60) noted that interdisciplinary involves disciplines interacting and learning from each other and 
Land (2012, p.183) suggests that such collaboration requires the acquisition of a shared discourse, an ontological 
shift and a letting go of previous stances. The dynamics of collaboration within such diversity will require 
significant persuasive leadership skills to inspire engagement, manage personalities, manage power dynamics and to 
achieve desired outcomes. This issue has been the subject of a particular OLT funded project. A multi-disciplinary 
and multi-institutional team (in which this author was a member) worked together to investigate what particular 
skills were needed by those who lead COP’s. The project, Identifying, building and sustaining leadership capacity 
for communities of practice in higher education’, used an iterative, reflective, action learning approach to identify 
and address the leadership needs and challenges for those facilitating learning and teaching communities of practice 
(COPs). As noted in project reports  
The leadership role within CoPs can be challenging as the CoP may have an uneasy fit within the context 
of higher education institutions. Often CoPs are not aligned with formal structures, and the leadership role/s 
within CoPs can differ significantly from those of the familiar ‘corporate’ roles of committee chair, 
department head or unit/course leader. Often CoP members will be from different disciplines and may 
include both professional and academic staff. The dynamics of collaboration within such diversity will 
require significant leadership skill to manage personalities and power dynamics, cultivate a supportive 
receptive context and provide outcomes useful for both members and institutions (McDonald et al., 2012, 
p.6 Final Report). 
Project outcomes have included a set of resources that enable a COP leader to understand the types of skills that may 
be useful for managing the diverse COP membership as well as for levering outcomes of COP activities. The 
resources provide a nuanced view of what capabilities and competencies may assist with crossing boundaries in 
ways that are non-threatening to achieve shared outcomes.  
 
The notion of crossing boundaries was noted by Wenger (1998) as an important possibility for COPs, Crossing 
boundaries has an aura of power, implies breaking free from silos and can lead to the cutting edge change where 
innovation and discovery are more likely. Crossing boundaries, making connections, moving and relocating ideas 
and generally involves integrating content from two or more disciplines and creating something new. Exciting as 
this sounds, operating in this domain means that contextual differences need to be considered as there are different 
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cultures associated with structure, information flows and communication. There may also be different individual 
expectations about the reasons for participating in boundary crossing and how such expectations can be addressed.  
Wenger (1998, p.254) warns us that boundaries are places where ‘one can anticipate problems of coordination, 
understand issues of miscommunication, and come to expect transformations as people and objects travel across the 
social landscape’. However, for that very reason they are worthy of attention as places of learning where meaning 
can be negotiated anew:  
Boundaries are like fault lines: they are the locus of volcanic activity. They allow movement, they release 
tension; they create new mountains; they shake existing structures … they are the likely locus of the 
production of radically new knowledge. They are where the unexpected can be expected, where innovative 
or unorthodox solutions are found, where serendipity is likely, and where old ideas find new life and new 
ideas propagate (Wenger, 1998, pp. 254-5). 
The boundaries can thus be interpreted as opportunities and, though this perspective may not be the motivator for 
people commencing involvement in communities of practice, evidence from the specific OLT project noted above 
suggests that the crossing of boundaries is very much a valued part of COP interactions. As the academy become 
increasingly enmeshed in corporate operational structures and cultures, COP’s are providing a way of building new 
identities within contexts that are more open and less confining than discipline based frameworks.  
5. Challenges for academic leaders 
The challenge for academic leaders is to firstly appreciate that there may be benefits attained from enhancing 
collegiality for both individuals and the institution. Staff that feels discontent with increasing accountability and 
performance monitoring and perceptions of heavy workloads, may benefit from opportunities to participate in 
collegiate groups outside their immediate work group. The sense of personal value they attain from COP 
engagement has the potential to generate more positive attitudes with multiplier effects that spread to other aspects 
of academic workloads. While these impacts are intangible and difficult to substantiate, the importance academics 
attached to collegiality (as noted in survey data above) suggests that intellectual discourse is an important part of 
academic identity.  
 
The second challenge becomes how to provide a context in which collegiality can be fostered using a light touch 
of support, without significant control and expectation of quick outcomes. The building of trust relationship and a 
sense of community takes time to develop. COPs are not committees where members can be instructed to solve 
problems, staff can be nominated for membership, and expected outcomes will be produced within certain timelines. 
However, creating an environment where the time taken to engage with COPs can be seen to be valuable, without 
censure for the lack of immediate quantifiable outcomes, is an important step to promoting collegiate activity. The 
symbolic legitimacy COPs can receive through the simple provision of time, space and catering can be very 
powerful. To formally acknowledge collegiate COP interactions through even a small token time allocation in 
workloads can confer a sense of importance and value for COP activities disproportional to the actual allocation.  
 
However, in academe, where time and budget allocations are routinely aligned with outcomes, there is a need for 
COPs to be seen to be effective. COPs need to exist within a traditional organisation structure and loose alignment 
with key policy areas is useful to garner a sense of legitimacy. More positive attitudes and a sense of personal value 
will assist with work unit cohesiveness and broader role engagement. However, where a COP operates across 
disciplines, COP outcomes may not be measurable within the work unit that provided the time and space for 
collegiality. Benefits that accrue to the institution or multiple work units enhance an institution’s effectiveness and 
yet at the micro level can be difficult to justify. Broad based institutional goals such as resource efficiencies, staff 
well-being, collaborations to reduce silos, interdisciplinary innovation are all important in contemporary academe. 
There is potential for COPs to foster development of these macro goals through micro processes. As universities 
become more responsive to the world market conditions and funding, harnessing the creativity of knowledge 
workers by reducing barriers and silos and enabling collaboration, is a path that is worthy of consideration.  
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6. Conclusions  
As universities become more business-like in operations, the roles of academics have a tendency to become more 
tightly constructed around measures of performance with diminishing time for collegial interactions. To appreciate 
that academics place significant importance on the ability to engage in intellectual collegiality, and to provide the 
opportunities to do so will be important for institutional adaptive capabilities. COP are emerging as a way in which 
collegiality can be re-invigorated, however, appreciation that investment of resources into COP’s are likely to 




To the members of the Office of Learning and Teaching project Identifying, building and sustaining leadership 
capacity for communities of practice in higher education’, my thanks for the collegiate discussions that helped to 
shape thoughts expressed in this paper. 
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